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‘Leading others on the road to salvation’:  
Vittoria Colonna and her readers* 
 
A small pamphlet printed in Brescia in 1538, authored by Pietro da Lucca but falsely attributed to 
Cherubino da Spoleto, offers advice for widows on how to lead a spiritual life. Surviving in a single 
copy in the Biblioteca Universitaria in Padua, the pamphlet contains twenty-four sheets of dense 
type on cheap paper in ottavo.1 Put together by the pamphlet seller active in the Veneto known as 
Ippolito Ferrarese, the work offers notably pragmatic advice on how to live a good Christian life. 
The pamphlet urges the reader to keep only virtuous company, to adopt modesty in dress and to 
practice generosity to the poor. It also includes a strongly apotropaic element, in a final section 
containing a long prayer and accompanying rubric: ‘whoever says this prayer […] kneeling with a 
blessed candle in their hand for a period of forty days will receive all legitimate graces from the 
Virgin Mary’.2 The prayer and rubric indicate that the pamphlet sought to engage, alongside more 
standard devotional readers, individuals whose desire for texts was closely related to their 
perceived protective and intercessory qualities.3 
 Ippolito Ferrarese’s pamphlet acts as a useful starting point for the following discussion 
because of the notable fact that it was dedicated to Vittoria Colonna. Colonna’s name is included 
prominently on the title page: ‘To the most Illustrious Lady Vittoria[,] esteemed Marchioness of 
Pescara’. In addition, a dedicatory letter inside the work alludes to a personal relationship between 
the aristocratic poet and the cerretano [peddler], Ippolito Ferrarese. Ippolito mentions ‘the many 
wonderful favours’ done on his behalf by Colonna. He also refers to his knowledge that Colonna 
has in the past been prevented from leading the purely spiritual life to which she aspired: 
‘considering again your many activities, which did not leave you much time for withdrawal from 
                                                 
* This article presents research conducted as part of the project funded by the European Research 
Council and hosted by the University of Cambridge 2013-2017, Domestic Devotions: the Place 
of Piety in the Renaissance Italian Home, 1400-1600 (PIs Abigail Brundin, Deborah Howard, 
Mary Laven). Warm thanks, too, to Virginia Cox and Shannon McHugh for their valuable 
editorial interventions.  
1 Opera santissima 1538. The pamphlet is Padua, Biblioteca Universitaria 112.b.147/2. For more 
on this work, see Petrella 2011; Salzberg 2014. 
2 ‘Qualunque persona dira questa oration di santo Agustino ingenocchioni co[n] una ca[n]dela 
benedetta in mano per spacio di quara[n]ta giorni ottenera dalla gloriosa vergina Maria ogni gratia 
licita. Et q[ue]sto si fara in salute dell’a[n]i[m]a sua’: Opera santissima 1538, unpaginated. 
3 On devotional reading in the Renaissance period, including ‘reading’ as practiced by the 
illiterate, see Brundin, Howard, Laven 2018: 149-74. 
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worldly concerns to devote yourself to spiritual exercises, which would have been your wish.’4 
Finally, he presumes to offer her advice on how to use his pamphlet in her personal devotional 
reading: his work must be read at least once a month, and acted on as closely as possible.5  
 We should probably assume that Ippolito Ferrarese’s personal relationship with Vittoria 
Colonna was a fantasy: it seems highly unlikely that this cheap pamphlet really made its way into 
the library of the Marchioness of Pescara, who had higher literary standards and kept much better 
company.6 Instead, we can read this dedication as a canny marketing ploy on the part of the seller 
of the pamphlet, who recognised Colonna’s status as one of Italy’s most famous widows and thus 
the perfect emblem with which to brand his product. Her presumed acceptance of Ippolito’s advice 
confers lustre and nobility on a cheap pamphlet, thereby increasing its market value. What is most 
interesting about this dedication, as Tatiana Crivelli has made clear in her comprehensive work on 
Colonna’s print history, is that from it we can infer that those consumers who bought material at the 
very cheapest end of the print market were aware of Vittoria Colonna as early as 1538, and aspired 
to own, if not her works (which had only had a single printed edition, in the same year), then other 
works that were associated with her.7 The use of Colonna’s name in the context of Ippolito 
Ferrarese’s pamphlet suggests that the reach of her ‘brand’ was broader and deeper than we might 
previously have imagined and that it potentially predated any complete printed editions of her 
works. It also indicates that the editio princeps of Colonna’s Rime, published in 1538, had an 
enormous and immediate impact.8 It seems that Colonna’s name was from early on closely 
associated with a devotional printed production that was engaged, practical and populist.  
 There is other evidence that adds to this picture of Colonna’s presence and influence at the 
lower end of the print market. Crivelli traces the numerous ways in which the market for cheap 
print rapidly adopted and adapted Colonna’s image and works at the close of the 1530s. In 
particular, she cites two editions of Colonna’s Rime published in 1539, following the success of the 
first edition, that were produced by Niccolo d’Aristotile, or Zoppino, publisher of short, popular 
books in ottavo that aimed at the widest possible readership.9 There is a marked contrast between 
Zoppino, the low-end publisher, and Colonna, the high-end author, which might cause us to pause 
                                                 
4 ‘Considerato anchora le molte operationi vostre lequale non permette[n]do che molto tempo 
habbiate a potervi qualche volta sequestrare dalle mondane facende & darvi alli spirituali 
esserciti, come saria il desiderio vostro.’ 
5 Opera santissima 1538, unpaginated.  
6 On Colonna’s life see the recent biography by Targoff 2018.  
7 See Crivelli 2016: 80-83.  
8 Colonna 1538.  
9 Crivelli 2016: 90-96. 
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and reconsider her status more carefully. As Crivelli states, ‘this, in short, is the evidence that 
points to the existence of popular channels for the distribution of printed copies of the Rime, 
running parallel to but for obvious reasons not easily connected to Colonna and the elite circles in 
which she moved’.10 
 In this essay I will endeavour to cast some further light on the so-called ‘popular’ or 
‘ordinary’ reader, the consumer of the kinds of cheap printed products alluded to above, in order to 
ponder what they might have gained from reading Vittoria Colonna’s work, and spiritual sonnets 
more generally. Ippolito Ferrarese’s pamphlet, with its apotropaic closing prayer, alerts us to the 
possibility that readers might have sought something rather different from the texts they bought 
than pure literary artistry, although they might have sought that too. Many readers, in other words, 
were in search of a printed text that was applied and spiritually useful. The book market as a whole, 
from the dawn of print, was driven in large part by consumers who wanted a useful and practical 
product. Studies of printed best-sellers beginning in the late fifteenth century point out that the 
main consumers of the print market from the start were students and clerics, in search of texts that 
would aid them in their studies and professional lives.11 In the closing years of the sixteenth 
century, after the final sessions of the Council of Trent had ended, the ‘practical’ nature of 
devotional print became even more marked. This newly sharpened focus derived substantially from 
the detail of the Roman Index of Prohibited Books of 1564, which defined devotional literature for 
the lay population as that ‘containing the good rules of life, prayer, confession and similar 
matters’.12 Devotional literature for broad consumption had a clear remit from the Church, to teach 
morals and good practices to ordinary people. The considerable expansion of the publishing 
industry in the later sixteenth century encompassed a major increase in publication of this kind of 
devotional material, including the introduction of many new authors and works, as well as the 
updating and reissuing of older texts and increased production of the cheap pamphlet printing 
aimed at the lower end of the book market.13 With this expansion, of course, came many new kinds 
of readers.14 
How might we make a link between Colonna’s rime spirituali and these new readers, in 
search of affordable, engaged and useful devotional books? We first need to confront a question of 
definitions: can Colonna’s rime spirituali be categorised as devotional literature? Does her poetry 
                                                 
10 Crivelli 2016: 83.  
11 Milway 2000.  
12 See Barbieri 2001: 112-15.  
13 See Rozzo 1993. 
14 See the discussion in Brundin, Howard, and Laven 2018: 216-48.  
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fit the Tridentine model of a spiritually engaged and pragmatic text, aimed at aiding the reader in 
developing an active faith? The answer, in my view, is offered by the poet herself, who while she 
never abandons a commitment to art and beauty, makes clear that her work should be read for 
spiritual profit. This can be seen, for example, in the reference to her desire to ‘warm some gentle 
heart’ with her poetry, and her fear that she has become too good at turning out a refined sonnet 
without investing it with the required soul.15 It is clearly expressed in her stated aim to ‘write for 
others all that he [Christ] suffered’ by deploying the instruments of the Crucifixion as her poetic 
tools.16 Her famous sonnet in praise of St Luke’s painting of the Virgin argues that the spirit, not 
the skill, is what confers value on the work of art.17 As I have argued elsewhere, although she may 
not have directly authorised a printed edition of her poems, Colonna did participate actively in their 
scribal dissemination, and as a poet she was very engaged with the act of being read and thought 
carefully about what that act ought to provide to her readers.18  
Other poets were more explicit in articulating the role that rime spirituali should play in 
active and engaged devotional reading and education. Gabriele Fiamma, in his own Rime spirituali 
first published in 1570, after acknowledging Colonna’s role as ‘the first woman to have begun to 
write with dignity of spiritual matters in lyric poetry’, goes on in an address to his readers to 
criticise parents who give their children dishonest works to use when they are learning to read, 
including Petrarch and Boccaccio, so that children who are trying to learn the Tuscan language are 
forced to imbibe unchristian material.19 Fiamma cites biblical poetic precedents in articulating what 
he is trying to do in his collection, which is, he claims, an attempt to return Tuscan poetry to its 
sacred roots. He justifies his decision to provide his own explanation of the texts, notably, because 
‘citing them, and explaining them, and almost chewing them over could not be anything but a great 
consolation for the unlettered’.20 The layout of the pages of Fiamma’s text, with long commentaries 
that engulf the poems, in fact makes it seem very far from being a work that might appeal to the 
simple people whom he cites as his intended readership, but the intention is nonetheless notable. 
His work is divine poetry, inspired by the first poetry of the Bible, but the poems are also useful 
and engaged devotional tools, to be used in the education of children and the guidance of the 
                                                 
15 See the sonnets ‘S’in man prender non soglio unqua la lima’ (S1:4), and ‘Temo che ’l laccio, 
ov’io molt’anni presi’ (S1:179), in Colonna 2005: 136-8. 
16 See ‘Poi che ’l mio casto amor gran tempo tenne’ (S1:1), in Colonna 2005: 56. 
17 See ‘Mentre che quanto dentro avea concetto’ (S2:23), in Colonna 2005: 90. 
18 See Brundin 2016a and Brundin 2016b. 
19 Fiamma 1570, dedicatory letter [unpaginated]. On Fiamma’s prefatory statement of poetic 
purpose in his Rime spirituali, see Cox 2011: 32-5. 
20 ‘[I]l dichiararlo, e spiegarlo, e quasi ruminarlo a’ semplici non potrebbe esser se non di 
grandissima consolatione.’ 
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unlettered. It seems very significant, given this intention, that Fiamma clearly cites Colonna as his 
poetic model, the one who led where he now endeavours to follow. 
 
Marking books 
An examination of readers’ annotations provides a lens to test the manner in which texts of 
rime spirituali were approached by their original readers.21 The most famous annotation in a 
work by Colonna is no doubt Michelangelo’s signature in a 1558 edition of her poems now in 
the British Library, although Michelangelo was far from being an ‘ordinary’ reader of his 
friend’s poetry.22 Partial but suggestive evidence exists for anonymous readers at work on 
Colonna’s texts. In an edition of Rime spirituali di diversi eccellenti poeti toscani raccolte da 
G. Vitale, published in Naples in 1574, most of the second half of the volume is given over to 
Colonna’s poetry.23 This is a small publication in ottavo, precisely the kind of work we might 
imagine to be within the budget of the ‘ordinary’ reader. A careful hand has been through the 
book, annotating the individual sections with brief titles that will help to guide him or her back 
to particular poems by theme [see figure 1]. The names of the poets are printed in the section 
headings, so it is clearly the subject matter, not the identities of particular poets, that interests 
this reader. He or she also demonstrates knowledge of some of the texts in this anthology, or 
perhaps just poetic good sense, in correcting verses where there is a clear typographical error. 
 Vittoria Colonna has the largest number of poems of any author in this anthology, thirty-six 
poems to Bembo’s nine and Veronica Gambara’s single sonnet. The annotator has been equally 
busy with Colonna’s verses, demonstrating particular attention to certain poems, and including 
notations that suggest temporal markers, as if poems might have been used for active meditation or 
recitation. It seems very significant that this collection of rime spirituali by various authors, both 
living and dead (the anthology includes Petrarch, and Sannazaro, for example) is dominated by 
Colonna’s voice, although her presence is not mentioned on the title page or otherwise advertised 
or promoted. It is almost as if an anthology of rime spirituali, simply by appearing with that title, 
carries the expectation that Colonna will be the dominant voice, as, to use Fiamma’s words again, 
‘the first woman to have begun to write with dignity of spiritual matters in lyric poetry’, and thus 
the acknowledged master of the genre.  
                                                 
21 On annotations in Renaissance books, see Sherman 2008; and for Italy, Richardson 2004a. See 
also the discussion in Brundin, Howard, and Laven 2018: 153-8. 
22 The edition in question, Colonna 1558, contains the commentary on the sonnets by Rinaldo 
Corso. The copy containing Michelangelo’s signature (although its identification is disputed by 
some critics) is British Library C.28.a.10, on p.392. 
23 Vitale, ed. 1574. The copy consulted is Newberry Library: CaseY 7184.7465. 
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The manner of reading rime spirituali by theme rather than author, as well as Colonna’s 
striking dominance in anthologies of the genre, are both clearly in evidence in a second anthology, 
the Libro primo delle rime spirituali published in Venice in 1550 by the unnamed publisher who 
worked ‘Al segno della Speranza’.24 This little ottavo edition is the first of three published volumes 
in the same series.25 In the first volume a vast middle section is given over to Colonna, the 
dominant author by some way, along with Petrarch, included in this anthology in his spiritualised 
version by Girolamo Malipiero.26 In this text there was no need for a careful owner to add subject 
headings to guide the reading of the poems: the printer has already provided this framework, in the 
form of printed headers that advertise the devotional theme of each poem, grouped by subject as 
well as by author. The editorial intervention in this book reinforces the suggestion that this kind of 
devotional, thematic reading was widespread, an approach that runs counter to our author-
dominated approach to these works today.27 An annotator has been at work in order to cancel out 
the name of one undesirable author, however, striking out Pietro Aretino (the name, but notably, 
not the poems themselves). As with the previous anthology, Colonna’s dominant poetic presence is 
not advertised or otherwise announced on the title page, but this anthology really serves as an 
edition of Colonna’s works under another name, containing a total of 212 of her sonnets as well as 
the Trionfo di Cristo.28  
A final example of an annotator at work on a collection of Rime, this time poetry by another 
author, provides a useful comparative view of the way in which a reader might adapt their book of 
rime spirituali to make it more useful and profitable as a devotional tool. Ferrante Carafa’s Rime 
spirituali della vera gloria humana was published in Genoa in 1559.29 Carafa’s work is a long 
poem spanning four books or sections, followed by four further books which treat ‘true divine 
glory’. A copy now in the Newberry Library has an ownership inscription with a markedly 
devotional bias on the title page, as well as annotations in the same hand on the final table of 
contents which pick out religious topics of particular relevance [see Figure 2]. The annotations on 
this text once again constitute useful evidence of devotional reading of a poetic text via the subject 
matter, rather than by author. The marginal notation helps to guide the reader to poems that treat of 
                                                 
24 Libro primo 1550.  Newberry Library: Case miniatureY 7184.503. 
25 For an analysis of this text and its companion volumes, see Auzzas 2005. 
26 Malipiero 1536. On Malipiero’s Petrarca spirituale, see Quondam 1991: 203-62. See also the 
essay by Andrea Torre in this volume.  
27 For a seminal analysis of lyric anthologies of the period see Quondam 1974.  
28 Auzzas demonstrates in her analysis that Colonna’s poems are ‘borrowed’ wholesale from the 
1548 Valgrisi edition of her poetry: see Auzzas 2005: 210. 
29 Carafa 1559. Newberry Library: CaseY 712.C234. 
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the Crucifixion, for example, or of the Ascension of Christ. These examples reinforce our 
hypothesis that readers were alert to the profit to be derived from their books of poetry and keen to 
read them well, meaning with a clear understanding of the devotional themes they contained. 
Let us turn back to the anthology Libro primo delle rime spirituali, containing 213 poems by 
Colonna, which has further interesting things to tell us about the reception of her work. Lyric 
anthologies of rime, on all kinds of topics including spiritual, were a best seller through the 
sixteenth century: Diana Robin’s recent work has underlined Colonna’s important role in particular 
as a female presence in the Giolito series of anthologies.30 The Libro primo delle rime spirituali is a 
rather different artefact however, not least because the quantity of poems by a single author, 
Colonna, is so far out of line with the rest of the collection. With such a large selection of poems 
this is really a surreptitious edition of the poet’s work disguised as an anthology. As such, it clearly 
cements Colonna’s status as the standard bearer of this genre.  
The manner of the work’s reception is altered significantly, however, by the fact that 
Colonna’s poems are to be read in conversation with the work of other authors of rime spirituali. 
These include the spiritualised and updated Petrarch in Malipiero’s rewriting, alongside Pietro 
Bembo, Veronica Gambara, Ludovico Dolce, Francesco Maria Molza, Alessandro Piccolomini, and 
other less well known names such as Agostino Torti and Don Giovanni Dal Bene, who opens the 
volume. Other women writers included are Laura Terracina and Tullia D’Aragona. The volume 
contains a total of forty-six authors. The book refuses the possibility of marketing itself as a single-
voiced edition of a canonical author by failing to allude anywhere to the quantity of work by 
Colonna that it contains. The title page does mention in the standard way the presence of new and 
unpublished material, but without reference to particular authors; and notably all three volumes in 
the series lack any of the paratextual material one might expect from a book of this kind, such as 
addresses to the reader, but remain entirely ‘anonymous’, editorially speaking. The motto 
surrounding the printer’s device is notably devotional: ‘In these vain things that all desire/ place not 
your faith, but securely/ fix on the path that leads you to the highest good’.31 The inference is that 
reading the devotional contents of the book, the rime spirituali, will be part of the process of 
making out the true path to heaven. The intermingling of large numbers of poems by two very 
famous names, Petrarch (albeit bowdlerised) and Colonna, with one or two by a number of other 
                                                 
30 Diana Robin, ‘The Lyric Voices of Vittoria Colonna and the Women of the Giolito 
Anthologies, 1545-1559’, in Brundin, Crivelli, Sapegno 2016: 433-66. 
31 ‘In queste vanita ch’ognun desia/ non poner tua speranza, ma sicuro / scorgi il camin ch’al 
sommo ben t’invia.’ 
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authors, reinforces the sense that it is the work’s utility as a devotional aid, not its poetic status as a 
canonical text, which will attract a readership.  
The small, pocket-book size reinforces the impression of a work to be carried and used daily 
for on-going devotional profit. The work of Margaret Aston, among others, reminds us that the size 
of a book has a direct bearing on its reading and reception.32 Finally, this anthology offers a direct 
connection to the many settings of spiritual madrigals in the period, as the poet who opens the 
collection, Giovanni Dal Bene (or Del Bene), a Veronese nobleman, also compiled the first volume 
of spiritual madrigals to appear in print, the Musica spirituale published in Venice in 1563, which 
was made up in the main of settings of his own compositions.33 Dal Bene’s musical collection 
formed part of the same drive to produce useful works in print for devotion: his intention was to 
make a collection of spiritual music, as he himself states in the preface, ‘for use by Christian and 
pious persons’. As literary scholars, our tendency is to overlook this dual function of rime 
spirituali, which could be read, alone or aloud in a group, of course, but also set and sung to music, 
so that the profit to be derived from the verses expands ever further and also, notably, touches an 
audience that does not need any form of literacy to engage with the work.34  
 
Pamphlets of ‘rime spirituali’  
Thus far we have ranged across a few different sources in an attempt to get closer to ways in which 
rime spirituali including Colonna’s might have been read and used as a devotional tool by a wide 
audience. There is one further type of evidence that we can usefully bring into this discussion, 
material that was published at the very cheapest end of the print spectrum, that is the pamphlets of 
only a few pages that advertise themselves as containing rime spirituali by unnamed authors. These 
small pamphlets were printed on cheap paper with crude woodcuts, and often offered the reader a 
protective function that was not always licit.35 In many cases printer’s details and dates are absent 
from these works. Clues about multiple works produced by individual presses can be gleaned from 
the reuse of the simple woodblock images, as well as from other factors such as size and layout of 
text. Many of the prayers and other texts clearly advertise intercessory properties. 
                                                 
32 Aston 2004; see also Grendler 1993. 
33 Musica spirituale, libro primo (Venice, 1563), ed. Katherine Powers (Middleton, WI: A-R 
Editions, 2001). See also Haar 1986: 121-2. 
34 On the singing of lyric poetry, see, as a starting point, Richardson 2004b. 
35 On the concerns around the use of printed brevi and apotropaic prayers, see Skemer 2006; Tycz 
2018. More generally on cheap print of this kind, see as a starting point the recent work by 
Salzberg 2014. 
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A first example is entitled Rime Spirituali raccolte dalla sacra scrittura.36 This very short 
pamphlet contains only four pages of text and lacks a printer’s name, but does provide the 
information that it was printed in both Bologna and Siena in 1575. The title page is followed by 
three pages of a poem in ottava rima in twelve stanzas on the topics described in the title, including 
the creation of the world and the life and Passion of Christ. Notably the pamphlet contains no 
sonnets, or rime in the traditional sense. The opening stanza of the long poem in ottava alludes to 
the six days that God took to make the world, and extolls him as the one ‘on whom all living beings 
now have their eyes fixed’. The poem then goes on to describe, with commendable brevity, the key 
elements of the Christian story, as the title promises, and ends with an admonition to readers to 
make sure to live a pious life, with a warning of the consequences if they fail in this duty: 
 
Quel che hor voglio da te popolo mio, 
E, che tu osservi la Christiana fede 
E che tu creda in questo vero Iddio, 
E nel battesmo santo, che ci diede 
Ch’andar conviene col Demonio rio 
Chi non è battezzato, & chi non crede  
E piu beati voi d’altri sarete, 
Se non havendo visto creder[e]te. 
 
[What I now want from you my people / is that you observe the Christian faith / and that you 
believe in the true God / and in holy baptism, that he gave us / and it behooves the unbaptised to 
go / with the wicked Devil, and the unbelievers / but you will be more blessed than others / if 
you believe not having seen.]  
 
Two works of a similar kind, also advertising themselves on the titlepage as rime 
spirituali, were printed under the direction of Cristoforo Cieco da Forlì, or Cristoforo Scanello, a 
cantastorie or troubadour known for his performances in public places. Scanello is an interesting 
character who helps us to shed some light on the function of these cheap poetic pamphlets. A 
poet and historian as well as performer, he published his works in various locations across Italy, 
from Naples in the south to Mantua and Genoa in the north.37 The pamphlets of a few pages 
                                                 
36 Rime Spirituali 1575. The copy consulted was Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Stamp. Cappon. 
V.686/5. 
37 See Pasini 1937.  
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containing his own compositions were printed to be sold during or after a performance in the 
piazza, and while much of his output consisted of historical chronicles, Scanello produced two 
collections entitled rime spirituali. The first of these, Rime spirituali: Nelle quali si contiene le 
pietose Lagrime, che fece San PIETRO, doppo l’haver negato il suo Signore…, contains eight 
leaves of sixteen printed pages.38 The main item is once again a long poem in ottava rima. On 
the final page appear two sonnets that are also advertised on the title page, which treat the 
Incarnation and Passion of Christ. As with the previous example printed in Bologna and Siena, 
this work has also been printed in two different locations, Perugia and Siena, in 1579, 
presumably following the locations of Scanello’s public performances. A second pamphlet by 
Scanello is entitled Nove rime spirituali…, and contains the stated nine poems on spiritual 
subjects.39 This work was published in L’Aquila in 1580.  
A final example, published in Macerata in 1585, alerts us to the fact that these kinds of 
works were ubiquitous across the Italian peninsula, although their cheap materials and poor 
survival rate makes them rare finds in libraries today. La Pazzia del Cristiano... contains four 
poems on six pages of printed text.40 None of the poems is a sonnet, and none are of particular 
literary merit, but all contain orthodox devotional themes for reading silently or together, or 
perhaps, as with Scanello’s editions, for performance by a known cantastorie who visited 
Macerata and organised the publication. The publisher, Sebastiano Martelli, produced a number 
of cheap devotional pamphlets of this kind in the later sixteenth century, and also worked 
frequently in collaboration with booksellers and peddlars who exploited the market offered by 
pilgrims visiting the nearby Holy House of the Virgin in Loreto.41  
What all these examples make clear that those who made a living through performance 
and sale of the cheapest kinds of print were well aware of a market for works advertising 
themselves as rime spirituali, even though they fell short in delivering poetry that properly fitted 
the description. Although the contents of these works are very different from standard lyric 
poetry, the use of the title rime spirituali is analogous to Ippolito Ferrarese’s use of Vittoria 
Colonna’s name on the titlepage of his own pamphlet. The genre, in name at least, is borrowed 
                                                 
38 Rime spirituali 1579. The copy consulted was Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Stamp. Cappon. 
V.686/17. 
39 Nove rime spirituali 1580. A copy exists in the Biblioteca Regionale Universitaria in Messina. The 
printer, Giuseppe Cacchi, published other devotional pamphlets at his print shop in L’Aquila, as well 
as running a second shop in Naples: see Boureau 1989. 
40 Pazzia 1585. The copy consulted is in the Biblioteca Alessandrina: XV.F2.19.35. A further 
copy can be found in the British Library. 
41 See the discussion of Martelli in Brundin, Howard, and Laven 2018: 230-41.  
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from ‘high’ culture beginning with Colonna’s work,42 and redeployed to capture a new and 
much broader market, one that enjoys public poetry readings, aspires to purchase the works after 
a performance, but is also concerned that the work in question is devotional, affective and 
‘correct’. The ‘high’ origins of the title, rime spirituali, add lustre and an illusion of authority to 
a very different kind of product, accessible to a much broader swathe of the buying public. 
 
Conclusion 
Very briefly, this essay has aimed to begin the process of questioning and problematising our 
assumptions about the ‘high’ status of Colonna’s verse, by looking at how ‘low’ it also reached, 
both via Colonna’s own words which were read and mined for spiritual utility in a number of cheap 
anthologies, and also via works that borrowed and bastardised her genre to reach new kinds of 
audiences. Colonna’s desire to ‘ignite sparks’ was seemingly a democratic one that reached beyond 
traditional readers to new audiences. But reaching these audiences also implied a level of 
responsibility to ensure that they were guided in the correct way. Colonna’s ability to provide such 
guidance was not doubted by those who knew her. The title quotation is borrowed from a letter 
from the poet Luca Contile to a friend in which he describes a visit with Vittoria Colonna in 1541.  
In their conversation he has learned everything he needed to know, even though he has spoken and 
she has listened: ‘I see how well a Christian mind, if it has good judgement as its instrument, can 
succeed in leading others on the road to salvation.’43 In large part through Colonna’s example, lyric 
poetry, or some approximation of it, came to play a central role in the drive to provide devotional 
instruction to ordinary readers after Trent.  
 
New bibliography: 
Cox 2011 (self-explanatory) 
Quondam 2005: ‘Note sulla tradizione della poesia spirituale e religiosa (prima parte)’, in 




                                                 
42 Amedeo Quondam has claimed that Colonna’s work, in the innovative hands of the printer 
Nicolò d’Aristotele (il Zoppino), who was responsible for the 1539 edition of her poetry, 
effectively founded the genre of ‘rime spirituali’: see Quondam 2005: 161. 
43 Contile 1564: 23v-24v. See also for a discussion of this source, Brundin 2008: 175-6.  
